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‘In this important and innovative book, Gaim Kibreab examines one of the most
secretive states in the world, Eritrea, through the prism provided by its system of
“national service” ... This is ground-breaking research, essential to the
understanding of modern Eritrea, and with much to teach us beyond its
boundaries’ – Christopher Clapham, Centre of African Studies, University
of Cambridge
‘...the only comprehensive attempt to analyse and assess ENS’s impact and
efficacy in meeting the government’s stated goals for initiating it in the 1990s and
then extending it indefinitely in 2002.’ – Dan Connell, Boston University
The Eritrean National Service (ENS) lies at the core of the post-
independence state, not only supplying its military, but affecting every
aspect of the country’s economy, its social services, its public sector and its
politics. Over half the workforce are forcibly enrolled into it, driving the
country’s youth to escape by seeking employment and asylum elsewhere.
Yet how did the ENS, which began during the 1961-91 liberation struggle
as part of the idea of ‘the common good’ – degenerate into forced labour
and a modern form of slavery? And why, when Eritrea no longer faces
existential threat, does the government continue to demand such service
from its citizens? 
Gaim Kibreab is Professor of Research and Director of Refugee Studies,
School of Law and Social Science, London South Bank University. He is
the author of Eritrea: A Dream Deferred (James Currey, 2009).
Cover photograph: Eritrean soldiers on the way to the front lines during the
Eritrea/Ethiopia war, Igila, Eritrea, June 2000 (© Steve Forrest/Workers’ Photos)
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